To develop understanding of how voters view the political brand by analysing the mental maps that voters create when asked to think about a political party. The analysis is both in terms of the nature of the maps and also in terms of the equity associated with a map.
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Introduction
The concept of political parties as brands is now commonplace and part of a general dispersion of branding from its original, consumer marketing origins. Indeed, "branding principles have been applied in virtually every setting where consumer choice of some kind is involved, e.g., with physical goods, services, retail stores, people, organisations, places or ideas" (Keller, 2002, p. 151 ) (our italics). It is axiomatic that political parties are organisations where politicians seek to exchange ideas and promises for electoral support. However, Keller concludes that "As branding is applied in more and more different settings, brand theory and best practice guidelines need to be refined to reflect the unique realities of those settings" (2002, p. 171 ).
Politics has already been shown to be different to other, commercial markets (Lock and Harris, 1996; Butler and Collins, 1999; O'Shaugnessy, 2001; Henneberg, 2006) . The purpose of this paper is therefore not to be prescriptive about the application of branding practices in politics but rather to develop understanding of how voters view the political brand. It does this by applying consumer learning theory to the political brand. From this theoretical/conceptual underpinning, and using an empirically validated methodology for measuring brands, the paper develops a new consumer-oriented approach for mapping the political brand. It also develops a method for assessing the power of political brands and concomitantly, political brand equity.
Thus, maps of Conservative and Labour brands are produced, analysed and their brand equity discussed. The paper concludes by identifying further research opportunities pertaining to political brands suggested by this new methodological approach.
The Rise of the Political Brand
Brands are important. They are able to produce in consumers a perceived differentiation between competing offerings and they can play a critical role in directing consumer preference and choice (Aaker, 1991; Sternthal, 2001: Kapferer, 2004 ).
There has also been a steady stream of papers recognising political parties and or politicians as brands (Kavanagh, 1995; Kotler and Kotler, 1999; Harris and Lock, 2001; Smith, 2001; White and deChernatony, 2002; Schneider, 2004; Needham, 2005 Needham, , 2006 Reeves et al., 2006; Scammell, 2007) .
One reason for the increased research into the political brand is the changing nature of post-war Western Democracies. Kirchheimer (1966) suggests that viewing parties as brands is an inevitable response to the move from mass based to catch-all parties.
Voters are less influenced by class affiliation and more likely to act like rational, economic actors when voting (Downs, 1957) . So to win an election, "the catch-all party must have entered into millions of minds as a familiar object fulfilling in politics a role analogous to that of a major brand in marketing, of a universally needed and highly standardized article of mass consumption" (Kirchheimer, 1966, p. 192 ).
However, a consequence of the 'catch-all' approach adopted by the main, national
British political parties, as with many western democracies, is that they increasingly fight over the middle ground. Also, to secure this middle ground the parties end up offering 'valence' policies (Nelson, 1984) to the electorate wherein they all agree on the ends (such as the need to improve public services) and differ only on the means of achieving them. For voters, this increases the effort needed to differentiate between the parties.
Against these changes, many citizens have a low involvement with party politics. For them in particular, gathering political information is costly in terms of the effort needed to assimilate it versus the motivation to do so (Downs, 1957) . As such it is reasonable to assume that low involvement voters will have relatively limited knowledge about political parties and their associative networks will be less complex than those of higher involvement voters. Nevertheless, low involvement voters are still able to use heuristics to make voting decisions (Sniderman et al., 1991; Popkin, 1994) . Thus, for example, the leader's image, as a major and often dominant part of the overall brand 1 , has been identified as a heuristic for voter assessment of overall party competence, responsiveness and attractiveness (Clarke et al., 2004) .
A Consumer Versus a Managerial Approach to Political Branding
Despite the structural and consumer-based reasons for more voters viewing political parties as they do other service brands, the application of branding in the political marketplace has been equivocal. Branding has been seen to produce unwanted effects such as narrowing the political agenda, increasing confrontation, demanding conformity of behaviour/message and even increasing political disengagement at the local level (Scammell, 1999; Lillekar and Negrine, 2003; Needham, 2005) .
These criticisms derive from the application of branding principles in politics -what may be termed the managerial, normative approach as used on commercial brands (see, for example, Aaker and Joachimstaller, 2000) . In mainstream academic research, branding is premised on a consumer-oriented perspective, investigating how consumers learn about brands (see Keller and Lehmann (2006) for an overview of this extensive, empirical, academic branding literature). The consumer-oriented paradigm of branding adopts a cognitive psychological approach which assumes that consumers build knowledge structures about an object (such as a political party) that is stored for retrieval in memory. It contends that, consumers have an innate motivation to learn about and decide about brands, both to know where to spend their money (or cast their vote) and to cope with the increasingly complex and over-communicated world that they live in.
This approach offers numerous new theoretical perspectives from which to investigate the political brand 2 and is the one adopted in this paper.
Conceptualising the Political Brand as Consumer Memory
Brands are not physical but intangible entities, being the associations about a particular object that are held in the memory of consumers (Keller, 1993) . This idea is supported by learning theory and in particular the associative network memory model of consumer memory. Brand knowledge is made from individual pieces of information (called nodes). The theory assumes that such information is linked together in memory to form a more complex associative network (Collins and Loftus, 1975; Wyer and Srull, 1989) ; in this context a network of information about a given political party. This information is recalled from memory when a node is stimulated from rest by a process known as activation (de Groot, 1989 brand from an associative network perspective remains unknown. This is a major omission as it is from the associations held in memory that consumers form their attitudes and make decisions (Keller, 1993) . By corollary, this is how voting decisions are also made.
Measuring Political Brand Equity
As we have seen, the brand is a source of competitive differentiation and given its importance, there has been much effort to measure the overall value of brands. Brand equity is the overall term for this value and is defined herein as the differential effect of brand associations on consumer response to the brand. "A brand is said to have positive (negative) customer-based brand equity when consumers react more (less) favourably to an element of the marketing mix for the brand than they do to the same marketing mix element when it is attributed to a fictitiously named or unnamed version of the product or service" (Keller, 1993, p. 1) . Negative brand equity in politics was observed in the UK in 2005 when two sample groups were asked if they agreed with Conservative party policy on immigration. One group was told it was Conservative policy and its approval rating was 12 points lower than the group which was not told whose policy it was. After appointing a new leader (David Cameron) and dropping old/introducing more modern policies, the negative effect of the Conservative brand had all but disappeared by 2006 (Riddell, 2006) 3 . Respondents were using this new information on the party and its leader to appraise more positively the Conservatives. In so doing, the equity of the Conservative brand was enhanced.
Numerous ways of measuring consumer-based brand equity have been forwarded (Na et al., 1999; Kish et al., 2001; Srinivasan et al., 2005) . One notable and widely used approach conceptualises four dimensions of consumer based brand equity, namely, brand awareness, brand associations, perceived quality and brand loyalty (Aaker, 1991; Keller 1993 ) These dimensions have subsequently received empirical support (Yoo and Donthu, 2001; Pappu et al., 2005) and provide the structure for the discussion of political brand equity that follows.
Brand Awareness. Both Labour and Conservative Parties are clearly very strong in terms of awareness. Their unprompted recall (derived from the question "name the main political parties in the UK") reveals, unsurprisingly, 100% awareness for both brands from UK respondents. However, high recall, whilst being a necessary condition for equity, is not of itself sufficient. As we shall see later, brand recall stimulates related brand associations which may be positive (and add to equity), neutral or negative (and thus not add to a brand's equity).
Loyalty. In UK politics, using British Election Studies (BES) and British Election Panel
Surveys ( Adapted from Zeithaml et al. (1990) Over the 1983-2003 period, about three quarters of polled respondents agreed that both cabinet ministers and all politicians do not tell the truth (Worcester, 2003) . There is also evidence of declining trust in political parties and politicians in the UK (Dermody and Hanmer-Lloyd, 2005) . Added to these trends is the high overall level of perceived 'sleaze' with Labour, perceived as less sleazy than the Conservatives in 2001, now viewed as more sleazy (Ipsos-Mori, 2007) . Taken as a whole, these measures of perceived quality suggest that both political parties are not strong.
Brand Associations. In measuring brand associations it is evident that they are not all of equal importance or positive and as such affect equity differently. Keller (1993) acknowledges this and uses brand association strength, favourability and uniqueness as measures of brand equity. Strength equates to how many associations the party brings to mind; Favourability, the positivity/negativity of these associations and Uniqueness, where associations are not shared with the opposition and thus a potential source of differentiation. Ideally, a powerful brand with high levels of brand equity will have strong and favourable associations overall and some of these will be unique on things important to the consumer/voter.
The rest of this paper is devoted to considering how to measure political brand associations and their contribution to overall brand equity. It is posited here that the associations of a political party are the basic source from which perceptions of brand quality are determined. In turn, the overall perception of the quality of the brand influences directly partisan loyalty and, subsequently, voting behaviour. As such, brand associations act as the basic cognitive building block of consumer-based brand equity.
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Developing Mental Maps of Political Brands: a Methodology
The main way of representing the memory of consumers is by using mental maps that reveal not only the associations held in memory but also how these are connected to each other (see Henderson et al., 1998 for an overview). However, the mapping approach has been very time consuming and requiring intensive training for the we a) applied BCM to the political market, b) used BCM to analyse the characteristics of the political market and c) further developed the method to consider the power of the political brand (i.e. its brand equity). In doing this, the paper contributes to the existing associative network methodology and produces improved ways of measuring brand maps per se.
The BCM approach uses a stimulus to trigger memory about a brand. The stimulus used in this research was the party name (Conservative or Labour). The choice of using the party as the stimulus (as opposed to the leader) is predicated on the fact that the party, like corporate brands generally, offers the umbrella of cohesion, recognition and predictability (Singer, 2002) . They have also been identified as providing signals (information) that are simple, credible, salient and continuous over long periods of time (Tomz and Sniderman, 2004) . The greater longevity and umbrella function suggests the party name as stimulus will cover relevant leader, policy and other important political brand associations as held in memory by the public.
The research was based on a sample of two discrete groups of undergraduate students at an English University, one for the elicitation stage (N = 132) and one for the actual mapping stage (N= 62). Whilst clearly not representative of the electorate at large, their relative homogeneity as a group (by age, sex, education etc.) was useful for piloting the method in the area (Calder et al., 1981) .
The first step in BCM research is the Elicitation phase wherein the first cohort were asked to write down the associations (unprompted) that came to mind when they thought of a given party. Respondents chose the party they felt greatest affinity with. Table 2 that follows. The associations that failed to appear on the consensus maps can be found in Table 4 in the Appendix.
The second, Mapping phase entailed using a different subset of the student population.
They were shown an existing brand map example (of the VW Beetle) as a means of instruction on how to construct a brand map. 6 The research group were then asked to identify the political party they felt closest to. They were next shown the associations for their chosen party as derived from the Elicitation stage and asked to construct their own map for their preferred party. Respondents were also told that they were entirely at liberty to add their own associations; one such free association (First female Prime Minister) made it onto the final Conservative consensus map. Participants were asked not only to identify those associations they thought relevant but also to link associations together. When this was complete, respondents were asked to indicate the strength of the link between associations using single, double or triple lines. Further, respondents were asked to consider the associations on their maps and to indicate whether they considered the association to be positive, negative or neutral.
At the third, Aggregation stage, the individual brand maps were used to generate a single brand consensus map for each party. In summary, this was done by a) identifying the (first and second-order) brand associations that feature on the majority of individual maps; b) adding (first-order) associations to the map that were linked to the party more often than not; c) adding the remaining (second-order) associations by linking them to the already positioned first-order associations; d) adding (third-order) associations to the map-these are included due to high frequency links to first and or second-order associations; e) calculating the average "weight" for each link, based on the weights in the individual maps and f) attributing positive or negative signs to each mapped association.
Analysing the Brand Associations of Labour and Conservative Brands
The maps produced during the Aggregation stage are provided in Figures This process reveals that the Conservative map clearly contains more associations than the Labour map -the implications of this will be discussed in greater detail later. Both maps have a similar structure insofar as personality associations and policy based associations appear as separate discrete groupings. Both maps also contain a very similar structure linking party, leader, past leader and good/strong leadership. Surprisingly, the maps show that David Cameron is linked with more associations than Gordon Brown, the Prime Minister; when respondents think of David Cameron, many more associations are triggered in memory. This would perhaps be a concern for Labour party strategists.
However, much information from the maps is not apparent from a visual inspection and a quantitative analysis is required to highlight this hidden information. Our primary concern was to identify those associations that consumers perceive to be the most important for the political brand. In network analysis this is denoted by the brand association's centrality within the consensus map.
Central Characteristics: Centrality measures where each association is in a map. Those features scoring more highly can be regarded as being more important, fundamental or central to the brand. Three commonly used centrality measures were used: degree centrality (Freeman, 1979; Czepiel, 1974 ) -how many associations are directly linked to each association; betweenness centrality (Freeman, 1979) -what proportion of geodesic (shortest) paths in the map link through a particular association and closeness centrality (Sabidussi, 1966) -how close an association is to the other associations in the map. By using these three measures together, it is possible to identify the central associations of the map, and hence the party. Details of the formulae involved in calculating these measures can be found in Appendix 1. The centrality values for the maps in Figures 1 and 2 are shown in Table 2 Cameron is ranked higher than Margaret Thatcher with respect to all three measures of centrality. More surprisingly, for Labour, the former leader, Tony Blair, is more central to the brand than the current leader, Gordon Brown. 
Measuring the Equity of Political Brands
As previously identified, Keller (1993) postulates that the strength, favourability and uniqueness of a brand's associations are a measure of brand equity. What remains is to operationalise these measures within the consensus maps of the Labour and Conservative parties created and discussed above. To this end, the work of Krishnan (1996) on measuring brand equity via brand associations is used and applied to the brand maps of Labour and the Conservatives.
Strength. The number of associations that come to mind when asked to consider a party is one measure of equity. A party with many associations has more routes between associations and thus a greater number of ways by which associations can be recalled from memory via spreading activation. So, based upon the consensus maps in Figures 1 and 2, the Conservative party with 22 associations would be considered far stronger than the Labour party with 11 associations. However, further analysis based on the categorisation (by BCM) of associations as either first-order (frequently mentioned/linked and directly linked to the party), second-order (frequently mentioned/linked, but not directly linked to the party) and third-order (included due to the frequency of linkage to a first or second-order association) presents a slightly more balanced view (see Table 3 ). Thus, it can be seen that both parties have the same number of associations directly linked to the party. The Conservatives however, show greater strength in terms of the number of associations that are triggered when the firstorder associations come to mind. The significance of this can only be gauged by considering the nature of these further associations; having more associations will only be of value if the associations are favourable. Favourability. As the number of associations is not necessarily a sign of equity (for example, McDonalds may have a lot of negative associations for some consumers), it is necessary to measure the net valence of the associations (Krishnan, 1996) , that is (# of positive associations -# of negative associations) / (total number of associations). For
Labour, this calculation produces a favourability score of 0.63. For the Conservatives, favourability is 0.68 8 with 1 being complete favourability. Thus, the Conservative brand is viewed marginally more favourably than Labour. Further analysis of these figures reveal that in both cases, in excess of 75% of associations were positively judged and overall, the respondents had a high level of favourability for their preferred partyas might be expected.
Uniqueness. Krishnan (1996) When considering the brand equity of the two main political parties it is not sufficient to consider the three characteristics of powerful brand associations in isolation (Keller, 1998) . In terms of Strength, it is clear that both parties have a similar number of firstorder associations. The Conservatives score more strongly when it comes to secondorder and third-order associations. Both parties' maps are broadly favourable, but it is clear that Tony Blair, a key central association for Labour, is linked strongly to two very negative associations, i.e. the war in Iraq and the special relationship with the USA.
Both Labour and Conservative brands exhibited high levels of unique associations, with
Conservative having a higher number and proportion of unique associations. This is at clear odds with the idea that political parties are becoming increasingly similar, as a result of valence politics. The respondents identified quite different associations and resultant maps.
Taken together, the Conservative brand has more strength than Labour, is as favourably perceived and has more unique associations and as such has the greater equity. This conclusion of course applies only to the groups sampled. It also must be set against the background of the political marketplace; of high political brand awareness but significant brand switching amongst voters and a low perceived quality of the service political parties provide overall.
Further Research
The maps presented herein provide a wealth of insight both into the brand associations of a sample group and the linkages between them. As such the method provides a significant step forward in measuring the political brand. However, it is noticeable that, although there are emotional/affective elements of the maps 9 , the associations elicited from the sample are largely cognitive associations with the party brand. We have already identified that an increasing number of voters have a low involvement with politics. In addition, it has been argued that more emotional learning than cognitive informational learning takes place under conditions of low involvement (Heath and Nairn, 2005; Heath et al, 2006) and this is in line with research identifying the importance of emotion in guiding voting decisions (Burkitt 2002 , Richards 2004 , Westen 2007 ).
As such, future research using the BCM approach should consider developing the elicitation stage to allow more emotional associations with the brand to be identified.
This would require using traditional qualitative methods such as focus groups and depth interviews. John et al (2006) offer up the Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation Technique (Zaltman and Coulter, 1995) as another possible qualitative methodology to develop the range and type of associations that are mapped.
In this paper we have concentrated on illustrating brand mapping and brand equity Longitudinal research could also compare and contrast election campaign affects across differing 'segments' 10 using the BCM approach.
A more protracted longitudinal study that covered the period of a parliament or longer would allow for the analysis of how significant events (war, sleaze, economic mismanagement etc.) affect consumer memory of political brands and potentially shed light on tipping points in voting intentions.
Finally, the BCM approach can also be used with differing foci. So for example it could be used with the leader as the main stimulus in the map's creation. Parties might also be interested to analyse the memory maps of voters on specific policies (for example the Conservatives on how they are perceived on the EU, Public Services etc.).
Conclusions
The paper has analysed the two main political parties in the UK as brands. To do this it has conceptualized the political brand as consumer learning and provided a new method for measuring the brand equity of political parties using consumers' brand associations.
The findings are limited in their wider application by their focus on a convenience sample of students. The method however does confirm the relative ease of developing maps and, as the further research section suggests, the potential to develop this method in politics is great, both in the UK and other democratic societies where the views of the public are important. Its wider application will produce a greater understanding of how voters understand and react to political parties. The approach outlined in this paper promises to provide a strong impetus for further empirical, theoretically supported research into this important area of political marketing. The relative importance of the leader versus the party has not been fully researched in branding terms. The leader will often have the strongest and clearest associative meaning as his/her image/personality is more easily identifiable (Schneider, 2004) , though this may be positively (e.g. Blair pre the Iraq war) or negatively perceived (e.g. Thatcher pre the Falklands war). The party, conversely, has strength in that it is more constant than a leader/politician (Singer, 2002) . In practice, at any one point in time the leader or the party may be the strongest in associative memory terms.
